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THE HEBREW HEXAMETER. 

By Prof. C. A. Briggs, D. D., 

Union Theological Seminary, New York City. 



The Hebrew Hexameter is a double trimeter. The caesura ordinarily divides 
the line in the middle. Hence it is not always easy to decide whether the line is 
a hexameter or two trimeters. But there are several helps to the decision of this 
question, (a) The hexameter lines occasionally divide by the caesura into 4 + 2 
or 2 + 4. • (b) There will also be examples of two caesuras dividing the line into 
2 + 2+2. (c) Pentameter lines will be found to vary the movement. As we 
have found that the poet will shorten his trimeter into a dimeter, his tetrameter 
into a trimeter and his pentameter into a tetrameter, so there are occasional 
pentameter lines in hexameter poems, (d) The second half of the line will be 
complement to the first half, and the parallelism will be between the hexameter 
lines. 

I. THE CAPABLE WIFE. 

.too d'J'jso pirn I n^o' 'o "yrrnwx 

noir a"? y?&\ i rfrjn a 1 ? m-rroa 

n»n >o» *73 1 jn-tfn mo inrta 

»tm pro cryni i D»ne>fli noy rvtrrt 

norf? xon pmoo i nmD nvao rum 

rwnjtf? prn i rrntfrtptt pirn i r?y?-njn Dprn 

o-o-yoj rrso nso i innprn m& rroor 

rrrumr paro i rwno ruo rrun 

.to y?a ra2*-vb I mro mo-o noyo 

■f?s oon rrsai i "ntroD nrhw m» 

p»3*6 nn^tr rm i ^ runs ns:> 

d»jb> etf? rrno-^-o i Atpo nno 1 ? trvn-vb 

rtensb fontfi e>e> i rfrnrw onmo 

pN ♦jpr-oy itobo I rbyi unpen ym 

>m& ™™ "rum i -oorn nnt?y pD 

pnnN dv 1 ? pnem i rvtm 1 ? mm ry 

rtfiGn-ty iDH rmm i noaro rrnns ms 
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rff?m rbyz I nmn rwn lap 

rtfo-ty rfoy rw i •ymtsw nun mm 

^nnn wrr I mrr-ntfv new I ♦frrr'nm fnmpe' 

frewo onyeo rrhhtr) i m» nso rfrun 

This beautiful alphabetical poem might be taken as composed of alphabetical 
trimeter distichs, so far as most of the poem is concerned ; for the caesura is in 
the middle of the line in all cases except four lines. But lines 1 and ty have two 
caesuras and the lines with |"J and p are pentameters. 

Psalm cxxxvii. 
I. 

uoa dj i use* uv I "aa rmru-ty 

•ovrnua u^n i potto nony-ty i pnj-n*t iroo 

tb> nm i uoie> uVwb' uv o 

pnf n»tra tf7 rm i nnoB> u^im 

ii. 

~dj noiN-ty i mrr Tern** tw t/n 

♦j»d» rotm 1 d^btp fotw dn 

♦row k 1 ? dx 1 ♦an 1 ? ♦jib> c ? pann 

in. 

D*?Bn» dv-dk 1 diin ♦»•? mrr -or 

ro tidm iy 1 ny ny onoNrr 

i^-TteJC T^ioj-nK 1 "p-ch&v nvx 1 mnt?n aa-TO 

This song is composed of three strophes of four lines each. The hexameters 
are more varied than in the previous piece. The Massorites make an unfortunate 
division of verses one and two that destroys the rhythm. We have really two 
hexameter lines with each two caesuras, and the parallelism is essentially syn- 
onymous. The second distich is also synonymous in the relations of its lines ; but 
the distich is progressive to the first distich, giving the reason of it. The third 
hexameter has its caesura after the fourth beat, the fourth hexameter after the 
second beat. 

In the second strophe the first line has the caesura after the fourth beat. 
This is followed by a synonymous tristich. The second line of the strophe is a 
pentameter as it stands ; but the verb lacks an object which must be supplied, and 
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it is not clear from the context what that should be. It seems likely that the 
object has been omitted by an early copiest, and the line has thus become defect- 
ive. We might supply ,""jjp or some such noun. The third line has the caesura 
in the middle, and the fourth line gives the caesura after the fourth beat. 

The third strophe is composed of two distichs. The first distich is synthetic ; 
the second is synonymous. The first expresses the vindictive feelings toward 
Edom ; the second, towards Babylon. The first line has the caesura after the fourth 
beat ; the second line, in the middle ; the third line has two caesuras and is rather 
long ; the fourth line gives the caesura after the second beat. It is possible that 
JTTnCn ^M-rO is a l ater addition, and that the whole of the last strophe 
originally referred to Edom. 

(3) Isaiah lx. is a fine example of the hexameter. It agrees with the first 
piece that we have given in placing the caesura in the middle of the line so fre- 
quently that in many places the production seems like a trimeter poem. But 
taking the poem as a whole, there seems to be little doubt that it is a hexameter. 

Isaiah lx.— Stbophe I. 

mr -pty mrr-imi I "pw km nw»oip 

D'Dab ^snw i pK r\Dy yvrtn rorr*3 

rorr ifty nmi i mv mr Y?]n 

*]mr ntf? d^oi i -pitf? d»vi 'cfrm 

-j^-ind yiapi ti?2 1 'Nil yyy md-w 

niBttn nv-ty yroa\ i ixy pimo "pa 

-pn 1 ? ami -insi 1 mmi vm nt 

■p )ay Dnj->n 1 D'-pon *f?y •pws 

ch>2 n&jn \nn-nyi 1 -pan d^oji nyst? 

ntso* mm-nV?rrro 1 ine* nro'Ti-anr 1 ind' jotra 

"pwrw nvn: ♦■?♦« i "frHOp* ~np pwta 

iKflN *rmsn roi 1 totd pvn-^j; V?y» 

These lines all have the caesura in the middle with the exception of two. 
The second line has the measure 4 + 2 ; the tenth line has two caesuras. The 
Massorites wrongly attach Q^ to the tenth line. We have given it at the close 
of the ninth, where it is necessary to complete the hexameter movement. If this 
were the only strophe of the poem, it might be taken as a trimeter. 

Strophe II. 

orrroiN bx owai I ruwn 3JD tf?K-»o 
rosrN"Q twin nrjKi i w> d»x ♦'ro 
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Dm oarm dqdd i pimo TJn noh 1 ? 

-pNfi-o "mob* trnp^i i -pm?** mrr os^ 

"jjimsi" omr^oi i Tnon "dj-»J3 um 

Tnom ♦jiroi i Tnor? ovps o 

njD'-N 1 ? n^ 1 ?') oov I Ton T"W inns*! 

D'JirrJ om^oi I on: 'rn Y?n xort 1 ? 

row ttw k^-i^n i ro^oom »un o 

— 1 inir nn dwi 

nm iibwii "imrrBro I x:r -fitt pj^rrraa 

"DDK ^Jl DlpO") I »BnpO DlpO 1N0 1 ? 

In this strophe there are four lines in which there is a departure from the 
usage of this piece to place the caesura in the middle ot the line. There are two 
pentameters in lines 5 and 6. Line 8 has the measure 4 + 2. Line 10 is a broken 
line such as we have found at times in tetrameters and pentameters. 

Strophe III. 

TJyo 'J2 1 mrw y?N "D^m 

tvnjo ■» i if?r\ msrrty Yinntsm 

•7K1C tmp p>v I mrr it T'rwipi 

"W pw rrNWi i row "invn nnn 

•mi "in two i o^y [wo 1 ? "pnotsn 

'pj'n 00*70 itri i onj abn npn 

npy>-*iON "i^kji i ijrtno mrr »jk-o ryrn 

npo xon •jrarrnnro i anr non ne>rorrnnn 

•to (kon) cnxn-nnm i ntsTO (kon) owrnnm 

rrpis 7^jji i Qt>& "jrnpfl ♦nam 

yyou nann-m? i "proc Don my yw-x 1 ? 

ff?nn fWi \ yr\a\n rtjnv* nx-ipi 

This strophe differs from the other two already considered in having a much 
greater variety of measure. Lines 1, 2, 10 and 12 are pentameters. Lines 7 and 11 
have the measure 4+2. Line 9 seems to be defective in the Massoretic text. 
It is necessary to insert the verb KON twice here, as in the previous line; 
then the hexameter has the caesura in the middle. 

Strophe IV. 

yrworb "pmw i d^w-iik 1 ? mm *f7-mm 
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t)Ow ah -]rm I yrov -ny Nia'-N 1 ? 
'put vy v±>w\ i D^y-niN 1 ? "p-rvrv mrr-»a 

"iNSnn 1 ? n» rrtryo I lytao "ism 

owy na 1 ? tjwd i c^n 1 ? irrr fDpn 

— 1 roBTTN nrun mrr-»» 

The three previous strophes are of twelve lines. This fourth strophe has but 
eight lines. The lines have the caesura in the middle with the exception of lines 
2 and 6, which are pentameters, and the last line, which is a broken line and a 
trimeter. 

(4) Jeremiah is very fond of the hexameter movement. We shall give a 
specimen from his lamentation in chapters viii.-ix. 

♦h ^ +79 1 jw ty w^ao 

D'pmo pan I ♦ojrro runs? Tip mn 

.13 p« na^a-oN i pno px mrrn 

-dj ^ana i on^Dfia ♦aioyar? jmo 

iwu-n'? urow i pp rf?a i T¥p nay 

♦jnpmn nnw ♦rmp I ♦maevi ♦ajfro naE>-ty 

DLT PK NfiTtJN I -tffaO pN HVn 

W-na roiN i nnty x 1 ? yna-*a 

nyoi "iipa w i d»d *&tn frv-»o 

♦ay-na ^n nx i nyn dov rraaxi 

>ay-nx rrarj/xi i o*fm p"?o i iaioa *wd 

dhjq m*y i D»awo D^a-^a i onxo na^xi 

The lines as usual are divided by the caesura into two equal parts ; but 
there are exceptions. Line 2 has the measure 4 + 2, lines 4 and 8 are pentam- 
eters, and lines 5, 11 and 12 have two caesuras each. 

The prophet Jeremiah uses the hexameter movement in his little book of 
comfort (xxx.-xxxi.). Another fine example of the hexameter is the Apoca- 
lypse Isaiah, xxiy.-xxvii., which is composed of twelve strophes of ten lines 
each (see Briggs' "Messianic Prophecy," 295-308; 246-257). Examples might 
be multiplied ; but we have given a sufficient number to illustrate the rhythm. 



